Airway smooth muscle as a regulator of immune responses and bronchomotor tone.
The traditional view of airway smooth muscle (ASM) in asthma, as a purely contractile tissue, seems to be inadequate. Compelling evidence now suggests that ASM plays an important role in regulating bronchomotor tone, in perpetuating airway inflammation, and in remodeling of the airways. This article reviews three distinct functions of ASM cells: the process of excitation-contraction coupling, with a particular focus on the role of cytokines in modulating calcium responses; the processes of smooth muscle cell proliferation and migration; and the synthetic and immunomodulatory function of ASM cells. This article also discusses how altered synthetic function contributes to airway remodeling.